
 

 

Corporation of the  

Village of Cumberland 

Heritage 
 Commission  

 

 

 

Agenda 
 

Monday, November 4, 2019 5:30 pm 
Council Chambers 

1. Call to Order  

2. Approval of Agenda 

3. Approval of the Minutes:   October 7, 2019 (attached) 

4. Old Business 

None 

5.   New Business 

Review Draft Statements of Significance for:   

 Coal Beach and #4 Mine Site (attached) 

 Perseverance Creek (to be provided at the meeting)  

 The Big Store (attached)  

7.  Next Meeting:  Monday, December 2, 2019 

8.  Termination 



 

Corporation of the  

Village of Cumberland 

Heritage Committee 

 Meeting Minutes 

 
 

 
Monday, October 7, 2019, 5:30 p.m.  

Council Chambers, 2675 Dunsmuir Avenue, Cumberland, BC. 
 
PRESENT: 
 
 

Councillor Gwyn Sproule  
Donna Frawley 
Lena McLeish 
Meaghan Cursons (Acting Chair) 
Melissa Roeske 
Sheila Davis 

STAFF:  Karin Albert, Senior Planner 

INTERN STUDENT: Becky Thiessen 

APPLICANTS: Mike Dalton 
Phillipa Atwood 

1. Call to Order 5:35 pm    

2. Approval of Agenda 

Cursons/Sproule:  “THAT the agenda be approved.”  

CARRIED 

3. Approval of the Minutes 

Sproule/Cursons:  “THAT the minutes of September July 15, 2019 be approved.” 

CARRIED 

4. Welcome to New Committee Members 

The Committee welcomed Donna Frawley, Lena McLeish and Melissa Roeske as new 
members of the Heritage Committee, and Becky Thiessen, Master of Community 
Planning Student at VIU, who is doing a short internship with the Village to develop  

5. Old Business 

None. 

6.   New Business 

6.1 Referral from Council – 2700 Dunsmuir Avenue Heritage Alteration Permit Application 
 

Agent and architect Phillipa Atwood and owner Mike Dalton presented on the 

application, showed colour and material samples and answered questions. 

 



 
 

DISCUSSION 

 Q: Could the applicant explain the proposed substituting of vinyl windows for 

aluminum or wood frame on the second to fourth floors. 

 R: One can achieve higher energy efficiency with vinyl.  The intent is to colour the 

window frames black and put a wooden frame around them so they blend in. 

 Landscaping in the alley is an issue.  The landscaping would restrict delivery trucks 

and snow plough movement. 

 Village requires a statutory right-of-way of 1.5 metres to the alley to permit 

widening the alley in the future. 

 To reduce the mass of the sidewall adjacent to the liquor store, the architect pulled 

back the top floor.  One sees mostly just two stories.  A simple painted pattern was 

presented that would reduce the visual impact of the wall.  Applicant is also 

exploring getting a local artist to paint a mural. 

 The requested reduction of the ceiling height on the ground floor is to line up with 

balconies of adjacent building to create a more unified look.   

 Four storey building is permitted in the current zoning and is needed to make the 

pro forma work.  

 Former boarding houses where three storeys with high ceilings, similar total height.  

Building names: Victory, Vandome, Eagle. 

 

Roeske/McCliesh:  “THAT the Heritage Committee recommend that Council approve the 

2019-01-HAP with the deletion of 3 a) iii Landscaping within the Statutory Right-of-Way 

for property described as Parcel B (DDA26122) of Lots 3 and 4, Block 3, District 21, 

Nelson District, Plan 522 (2700 Dunsmuir Avenue) but otherwise substantially in 

compliance with the Heritage Alteration Permit, dated October 4, 2019.   

CARRIED 
 

Roeske/Sproule:  THAT the Heritage Committee recommend that Council approve the 

Development Variance to vary the minimum floor-to-ceiling height of the ground floor 

from 4.2 m (13.8 ft) to 3.7 m (12.2 ft) of property described as Parcel B (DDA26122) of 

Lots 3 and 4, Block 3, District 21, Nelson District, Plan 522 (2700 Dunsmuir Avenue). 

   

CARRIED 

6.2 Discussion on Statements of Significance to be developed 

 Becky Thiessen is working on Statements of Significance for the following sites: 

 Coal Beach and #4 Mine Site 

 Perseverance Creek 

 The Big Store 



 
 

The Committee provided suggestions for resources and exchanged contact information 
to arrange site visits and interviews.  Becky will present drafts for discussion at the 
Monday, November 4, 2019 meeting. 

7.   Next Meeting:  Monday, November 4, 5:30pm. 

8. Termination 
 

Frawley:  Motion to adjourn.    

Time: 7:40pm.   
 

Certified Correct: 
 
_________________________________________ 

Chair 

Confirmed: 
 
_________________________________________ 

Deputy Corporate Officer 

 

 



Village of Cumberland 
Statement of Significance 
 
Coal Beach and #4 Mine Site 
 
[insert photo] 
 
[insert map] 
 
Description of Historic Place 
 
Today we see the concrete ruins of the #4 mine site Fan House, giving evidence to the 
incredible mining operations of the past.  Number 4 mine is located on the hillside near the 
edge of Comox lake between the mouth of Perseverance Creek, Coal Beach and Whyte’s Bay.  
From the concrete ruins there are slag heaps that linearly fan out towards the beach and the 
creek, currently covered in forest growth.  The old rail line, now a packed elevated walking trail 
leads to #4 Mine Site, past the old tipple, another concrete ruin, and parallel to the former 
Lamp House, The Blacksmith and the Mule Barn.  Upon closer investigation, one can see 
evidence of these structures.  
 
 Heritage Values 
 
Coal Beach and #4 Mine Site has historical, cultural, social, economic and ecological value as an 
industrious record to the development of the community of Cumberland. 
 
The Union Colliery Company developed #4 Mine Site in 1890 and soon became the most 
productive coal mine in the Comox Valley.  This development significantly increased the 
migration of workers and families thus marking the beginnings of Cumberland and soon lead to 
a boom in development. Various camps, such as the Japanese Camps and Blacks Camp were 
built in order to sustain the demand of the #4 site. Built in 1890, this huge mile-long slope mine 
with mazes of tunnels was productive for almost 50 years. Upon its closure in 1935 #4 site had 
tapped 1600 acres of coal seams and hauled out 6,500,000 tonnes. The entrance ran at an 
angle down to reach the coal seams. Coal was brought out on mine cars that formed trains that 
were hauled out by heavy cables that were pulled by a winch from the Engine Room.  
Ventilation to the mines was a huge problem as the #4 Mine Site continued to follow the coals 
seams deeper underground.  Evidence of the #4 Mine is the Fan House which was necessary to 
ventilate the mine for the miners to breathe and to remove toxic gases such as, methane, 
hydrogen sulphide and carbon monoxide.  The Fan House was critical to safe operations of the 
mine.   
 
The Heritage Value of #4 Mine Site and Coal Beach is significant because it connects the current 
population and visitors to Cumberland with its local history.  Cumberland is experiencing a 
boom not only of residents, but tourism as well.  As it booms, it is important to remember the 



impact that #4 Site had on its beginnings and to preserve the rich evidence of industriousness 
of the past.   
 
The value to this site does not only tie into the celebration of the growth of a community, but 
an acknowledgement to the brutally difficult, discriminatory and literally back breaking work of 
the persevering miners.  The mine was full of toxic gas and prone to flooding and explosion. At 
times miners worked underground in 3-foot spaces on hands and knees and other times waist 
deep in water.  Several horrifying explosions left the people of Cumberland to mourn en masse.  
Due to an explosion on August 22, 1922, the roof of a slope caved in killing 18, while the 
explosion of February 1923 took the lives of 17 Chinese men and 14 white men, injuring many 
and leaving 25 children fatherless.  This site has heritage value that reflects the hardships, 
death and perseverance of a community. The mine eventually closed in 1935 due to a great 
storm which flooded the mine, leaving it uneconomical to rebuild. 
 
Despite the closing of the mine site, the area surrounding it, including Coal Beach hold 
significant cultural, social and ecological value to local residents.  In 1960, Weldwood of Canada 
bought all the Colliery lands outside the village boundary of Cumberland and buried the mine 
entrances in 1974 – turning the area into a public picnic site, while a local ski club set up its 
operations. The rail line from the shipping site of Union Bay ran past the Chinese and Japanese 
Camps in Cumberland to the #4 Mine Site.  The old elevated rail line built up with lumber and 
fill, high above the valley, is currently a trail. Foot or bike access from Cumberland Lake Road 
leads to Coal Beach.  When closely observing relics of the mining past come forth as the old rail 
line trail leads past the concrete ruins to the lake.   The unmarked, naturally evolving self-made 
“museum” of mining artifacts comes forth in the forest.   Evidence of the past reveals itself in 
old metal cables sinching the trunks of trees, a berm that appears to be naturally created is in 
fact a slag heap disguised by forest growth, the old Tipple concrete ruin is almost passable with 
moss growth.  And off the trail before the Fan House is an Archeologists dream – rusted out 
battery packs, shells of lamps, mule shoes, twisted iron, shovel heads and bricks scatter the 
forest floor camouflaged by the forest.  There is a dilapidated old brick wall, that perhaps was 
once the blacksmith building.   Continuing down the trail leads straight to the concrete ruin is 
the Fan House, this site stands out as it has become a cultural outdoor exhibition site for 
budding artists.  
 
From the old railway trail at The Fan House are the linear slag heaps that fan out to the shores 
of Coal Beach, which are clearly used for recreational purposes.  The properties of Coal Beach 
once again speak to the heritage of the area.  The Beach is black with coal shards and splinters – 
this is a local spot off the beaten path where many through the generations since the mining 
days have enjoyed the beauty and wonder of Comox Lake.  
 
The future of this site is contested as it has many champions, stakeholders and owners.  The 
trail from Comox Lake Road passes through or near land owned by the Village of Cumberland, 
the CVRD, The cabin owners and Hancock Timber.   This site is ecologically and historically 
fragile but has remarkable opportunity to reflect the rich history of Cumberland.   
 



Character-defining Elements  
 

- Natural environment of the forest, Perseverance Creek and Comox Lake 
- Location of the #4 Fan House 

o Concrete slap foundation 
o Remaining curved concrete walls that represent the fan and machinery 
o Remaining concrete slab roof 
o Exhaust tunnels that lead from the hillside  

- The concrete foundation of the Tipple 
- Coal slag berm near the Tipple 
- The former rail line, currently used as a walking trail 
- Rusted relics scattering the forest floors  
- Buried brick wall, assumed to be the Blacksmith 
- Linear slag heads leading from the Fan House to Comox Lake 
- Coal Beach – the shoreline of the lake covered by shards and splinters of coal. 

 
Research Resources 
 
Images 
 



Village of Cumberland 
Statement of Significance 
 
Common Name: The Big Store 
Other name: John Cliff Dry Goods 
 
[insert photo] 

 

[insert 
map]
  

 
Description of Historic Place 
 
The Big Store is the two-storey false fronted frontier style commercial building located at the 
corner of 2nd Street at 2706 Dunsmuir in Cumberland, BC.  It is situated at the heart of the 
historic downtown Cumberland within the Heritage Conservation Area.  For 97 continuous 
years under various management and ownership it operated as a general/dry goods store.  
 
Heritage Values 
 
The Big Store has historical, cultural, social, heritage and aesthetic value that characterise the 
ebbs and flows of the economic life in Cumberland.  It is an important structure to recognize 
because it mirrors the way of life in the community of Cumberland in a significant way.  For 
almost 100 consecutive years this building served this historic mining community through the 
booms and the busts of the decades. Hard-working men and women kept this store a 
destination for dry goods with a vibrancy and community spirit that is warmly remembered by 
many.   
  
The Big Store has gone through many iterations of the physical structure, ownership, 
management and name changes.  Currently it stands tall, bright, pink and vacant and 
commemorates those important days gone by.  Out of the many changes, 2 names stuck – The 
Big Store and John Cliff’s.   
 
The beginnings of The Big Store started in 1894, built by JB Holmes known as the JB Holmes 
General Store however it wasn’t until several years later that it got its colloquially known name 
coined by Simon Leiser as The Big Store.  At the time of purchase in 1900, Leiser was already 
known for his entrepreneurship, he was from Victoria and already operating several stores in 
other Dunsmuir coal mining settlements. In 1901 the second portion was added to the west, 
while the original building was remolded.  The façade had ornate cornices supported by heavy 
brackets and topped by balls.  It was a grand store for a grand time. 
 
A local clipping from the Cumberland News Dec 13, 1904, describes the social value the store 
had to the community and portrays the wonderful transformation and bustle of the Christmas 



season in downtown Cumberland - The Big Store playing one of the most significant roles in the 
economic and domestic life of the residents. 
 

“The Big Store presents a busy scene every day, and seems to have gone to special trouble 
this season to provide for their patrons, a stock of endless variety from which to select 
goods for the Christmastide, Carrying a complete stock, it constitutes more than is 
comprehended by the name of the store. Aiming at meeting the tastes of the purchasers, 
the firms also endeavors to meet the popular idea with respect to prices.” 

 
By the time Leiser died in 1917 he had the largest wholesale grocery business in all of British 
Columbia.  Simon Leiser’s Big Store had 5 departments - dry goods, boots and shoes, hardware 
and furniture, groceries, and liquor.   
 
From 1920 to 1992, 2706 Dunsmuir changed as often as the decades.  Store names like Matt 
Brown’s Grocery, Sutherland’s Dry Goods, Graham’s Dry Goods, Picard’s have been recorded 
over time and in 1953 it became John-Cliff Dry Goods Ltd. Even though ownership changed as 
least 2 times after that, it was the name John-cliff Dry Goods Ltd that stuck and is still called by 
many long-time residents. 
 
Heart-warming stories that express the cultural and social value of John Cliff’s is evident within 
the community.  It was well known in the region, people came from all over, as far as Campbell 
River. It was a huge store with rack and racks of clothing, upstairs had the discounted items and 
the office.  Recollections of children lined up on the street catching glimpses of Santa Clause in 
the second storey window waiting to go upstairs to have their Christmas visit.  Everybody in 
town had a charge account, as one long term resident fondly remembers saving up her 
babysitting money and paying two bits at a time to earn for her winter coat.  Even through hard 
times John Cliff’s supported its community by providing boots to young families who were 
struggling to make ends meet. Coal mining families with limited means did not have to travel 
outside of town to purchase important items, like wedding and bridesmaid dresses, beautiful 
gowns, coats, boots, shower gifts, toys and baby items. 
 
1994 brought a new hope for the structure, throughout the changes in the decades brought 
changes to the building.  As ownership switched hands, the decor of the frontier-style store 
front lost its flare and its character was almost destroyed.  Visionaries Ross and Mary Hosick 
restored the building to its documented style and uncovered and reanimated a large painted 
sign on the East Side that advertised Simon Leiser’s Big Store. 
 
This revitalisation brought new hope.  New businesses were tested, A steak and seafood 
restaurant, a second-hand hardware store, a guitar store and a consignment store called The 
Patch. The classic frontier style and prominent location of The Big Store has stirred the 
inspiration and the entrepreneurship of many.  Despite this, in the recent decades, a 
commercial space in The Big has not been able to establish itself.  With the latest boom to the 
community, it is with high hopes that this building is recognized as a valuable asset not only for 
its contribution to the former Cumberland community but can carry forth into a new era.  



 
Character-defining Elements  
 

- Stands tall on the corner of 2nd Street and Dunsmuir in Downtown Cumberland in the 
Heritage Conservation Area 

- 97 continuous years as a dry goods general store. 
- Historic destination for every day and holiday shopping 
- Ornate false fronted 2 storey frontier-style construction 
- Grade level rises from east to west, yet the cornice above the main floor windows is a 

continuous line 
- Unusual feature is the long extension of the eaves on the east side.   
- Restored bracket and cornice decoration  
- Restored large shop windows 
- Painted pink with blue and rose trim 

 
Research Resources 
 
Images 
 


